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The contract manufacturing and packing industry is 
growing and thriving. In the US, the Contract Packing 
Association estimates that the industry has doubled in 
size since 2008. In the UK, the BCMPA (British Contract 
Manufacturers and Packers Association), which represents 
140 of the country’s leading contract companies, reports 
that its website receives around 20,000 unique hits per 
month, while feedback from members is that order books 
are very healthy.

But a strong market inevitably brings strong competition. 
Contract packers therefore must be able to offer the highest 
levels of service – including fast response, on-time delivery 
and value for money – in order to retain customers and win 
new business. 

Key to this is that packing lines operate at the highest 
efficiencies. Our latest Voice of Customer research has 
identified the ability to handle a wide variety of products 
and packs, and the need to work to short timescales, 
as critical elements of a smooth running and successful 
operation.

Contract packers also have to keep up-to-date with 
changing market requirements. For example, many retailers 
are now seeking to change a greater proportion of their 
merchandising more often, which can lead to smaller 
production runs of tailored packs to meet this shift in 
promotional strategies. Pack formats can change too, 
such as the current growth in popularity of pouches and 
individual portion packs. Added to this are legislation and 
regulations in certain markets which require the inclusion of 
specific information on some packs.

All of these have implications for the contract packer’s 
coding and marking operation, and underline the 
importance of finding a solution that is flexible, reliable and 
easy-to-use – helping to keep lines running efficiently so 
that businesses can remain competitive.
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COMPETITIVE ADVANTAGE –   
EFFECTIVE CODING FOR CONTRACT 
PACKING
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 z Placement accuracy - to ensure the best on-
shelf appeal, the amount of space available 
for codes may be limited while new legislation 
is increasingly requiring the inclusion of 
additional information, often using characters 
of a specified size. This means printers have to 
be able to deliver the code accurately into what 
may be a small area.

 z Line speed – will the coding solution keep up 
with your line speeds? Will print quality be 
compromised if it cannot? Coders that can 
operate across multi-lane production lines and 
print while traversing in both directions will 
help to maximise output.

Code Content
 z What type of codes and what size? Do you 

need to print bar codes and graphics, as well 
as small-size codes that still need to be easily 
legible? High quality graphics and logos 
will need a coder capable of printing high 
resolution codes. Smaller, high resolution 
codes can be easily accommodated by simpler 
printers, whilst some printers can code both 
primary and secondary packs – consider the 
range of codes required, and whether one 
printer could do both, giving you savings

 z Fast drying specialist inks can be invaluable in 
environments where there is a risk of smudging 
through manual handling or where there may 
be moisture on the pack. 

Ease of Use
With many demands on the contract industry, fast 
changeovers between production runs will help to 
maximise throughput and responsiveness – so look 
for machines that are user-friendly and help to guide 
operators through any set-up requirements. 

 z Intuitive touch-screen operation and on-screen 
help – including picture-led displays - will 
ensure quick and accurate message selection 
and printer set-up.

 z Coders that can be controlled remotely via a 
web-browser will also help to eliminate the 
potential for costly errors on the factory floor.

 z Simple, mess-free ink changes, without having 
to stop production, will also help to reduce 
delays.

 z Lightweight portable models can be moved 
easily from line to line, so you can quickly 
set up new dedicated lines for new customer 
packing needs.

CODER SELECTION –  
AREAS TO CONSIDER 
As a basic requirement, coding and marking 
equipment needs to be simple to integrate onto 
packaging lines, and then work reliably and 
unobtrusively, delivering codes consistently to the 
required standard.

There are many coders that are ideal for a particular 
type of packaging application, but most companies 
supplying contract services will need to code a variety 
of different products and pack types, so flexibility 
and adaptability will also be crucial to maximising 
efficiency.

Below are the main areas to consider when selecting 
your equipment:

Pack Types and Code Content
The code format and the material it needs to be 
printed onto are the obvious starting points – but even 
if your requirements are relatively straightforward at 
the moment, an element of flexibility and versatility 
will stand you in good stead should your circumstances 
change. It is worth considering how adaptable your 
coder is if you take on a new project with different 
coding requirements or wish to enhance your range of 
services.

Pack Types
 z Are you coding primary or secondary 

packaging or a mixture? Some coders are 
capable of handling both requirements.

 z Substrate – consider the range of materials 
you need to code onto, for example rigid or 
flexible plastic, metal or card; or cardboard 
secondary packaging. Ensure that you have 
each of these sample-coded by the printers 
you are considering. Is the code legible? Also 
consider the range of colours of the materials 
you want to code onto: could one coding 
solution be suitable for all? Do you need the 
option for colour codes?

 z Different types of pack may require the code 
to be printed at different angles – from the 
top, side or bottom – so a printhead which can 
deliver from various angles would be a huge 
advantage.

 z Shape of substrate – if you are coding onto 
irregular surfaces, such as curved bottles, then 
a non-contact method of coding will enable 
clear coding, even at high line speeds.  
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 z Do you regularly set up new lines specifically 
for a production run? If so you will benefit 
from a light, portable printer which can be 
easily moved between lines and set up quickly.

 z How much space do you have on and around 
your line? If space is tight then select a coder 
with a small footprint which is not restricted to 
a factory air supply source.

 z Consider where on the product you need to 
code – a flexible coder with the ability to 
code in any orientation will make installation 
simpler.

Cost of Ownership
When considering a coding equipment purchase, it is 
advisable to assess the overall cost of ownership. This 
takes into account not just the initial purchase price, 
but also the consumables and servicing costs over the 
years, plus any hidden costs of downtime caused by an 
unreliable printer or delays in set up and changeovers. 
Going for the cheapest option can often cost more in 
the long run.

Leasing options may also be available, where the 
higher overall cost is offset by the attraction of not 
having to get capital expenditure approval. Servicing 
and consumables can be added in to make the overall 
cost predictable from the start. Short term leasing 
could also be a solution to meet a sudden increase in 
demand.

Examine what arrangement works best for you – 
buying, leasing or renting all have advantages in 
different production and business environments. 

Brand Protection
For luxury brands in particular, but also for an 
increasing number of everyday items, the ability 
to protect a product and its end-user, and also to 
demonstrate the provenance of the product, can help 
build trust and reassurance. Many manufacturers 
are also looking for effective and unobtrusive ways 
to track products throughout the production and 
packaging processes.

The coding and marking industry is able to offer some 
solutions. 

Serial numbering of packs can help identify that 
a product is genuine, through the use of codes 
that can be linked back to a central warehouse for 
authentication. Hiding the identification or serial 
number in an encoded format such as a Data Matrix 
code makes it more difficult for these codes to be 
reproduced. UV readable inks are another useful anti-
counterfeiting tool to consider.

Reliability
The right type of printer can add significant value by 
cutting waste. 

Direct printing - using a single machine to code quality 
graphics and variable information straight onto the 
packaging or variable data onto labels - means boxes 
are coded on demand. Where the process replaces 
labels altogether, this reduces consumable costs and 
the amount of storage needed, and means there is no 
danger of excess stock of pre-printed labels or boxes 
at the end of a production run. 

Accurately-placed, direct coding reduces the risk of 
incorrectly applied labels, and codes and graphic 
designs are not restricted by label size. In addition, 
a manual label application process can cause a 
bottleneck in production, whereas a direct printer 
can help a manufacturer or packer react to sudden 
demands or changes, with easy set-up or remote 
control of the procedure offering the flexibility to 
change messages rapidly.

 z A sealed printhead will protect against 
damage, particularly during cleaning; so 
also check how often printhead cleaning is 
recommended

 z Self-cleaning features will eliminate blockages 
and ensure faster and cleaner start-ups, 
minimising any downtime.

 z Machines which are self-service ensure 
quick and simple maintenance for prolonged 
optimum performance.

 z IP55 and IP65 ratings will ensure the 
machines can operate continually in 
challenging environments.

 z Look for features that will ensure that your 
coder is ready to code every time – even after 
extended shutdowns – and provide maximum 
uptime on your line

Factory Environments
Where your coder has to operate will also be 
important:  

 z Is it working at mainly ambient temperatures 
or in a chilled or dusty area? Will it be coding 
dry or wet products? An IP rated coder may 
be required for certain installations. Also 
consider the drying time of any ink-based 
coding solutions – inks developed specifically 
for humid environments will dry quicker and 
resist smudging during handling.
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Combining this with supply chain management, whereby 
individual products are scanned as they migrate from 
manufacturer to end user, can provide added security and 
highlight from where counterfeits may be originating. 

THE DIFFERENT CODING 
TECHNOLOGIES
There is a wide variety of coding technologies available, but 
for a contract packing operation, the three main options 
outlined here deliver effective and reliable codes while 
offering the most flexibility.

Continuous Ink Jet (CIJ)
Perhaps the most cost-effective choice, CIJ maintains an 
important place in the market as it can print on almost 
any substrate. A wide range of inks is available to use with 
CIJ printers including inks of different colours to ensure 
legibility on any colour substrate, and food grade inks for 
applications where the code may come into contact with the 
product itself, for example in confectionery packs.

From cardboard and plastic, to paper, metal and glass, 
CIJ can print from one to multiple lines of text and simple 
graphics at high speeds of over 2600 characters per second. 
Further versatility is given by the compact printhead that 
can be situated above, beside or beneath a production line – 
even traversing from side to side across the line if necessary. 

Although traditionally used for primary coding, some latest 
CIJ printers now include a carton coding feature, meaning 
they have the ability to produce more codes of a greater 
height. This enables a single model to print variable data for 
both primary and secondary packs, making it an extremely 
versatile choice, particularly lighter, portable models that 
can be quickly moved from line to line.

Thermal Inkjet (TIJ)
TIJ printers also offer a flexible coding solution for both 
primary packaging and outer packaging. 

Ideal for higher quality codes and barcodes, TIJ offers good 
entry level coder technology which is simple to operate, 
while no cleaning is required because the printhead and ink 
are contained within one easily-replaceable cartridge.

Easy to use colour touch screens, and simple machines 
which are quick to install straight out of the box, add to 
the flexibility of TIJ, making it one of the more portable 
solutions.

These high resolution coders offer crisp codes, including 
2D codes, for premium packaging, and are a cost effective 
solution where production is not 24/7. The contact nature of 
printing makes this technology better suited to slower lines, 
and flat boxed packaging with no irregular surfaces.

Impulse Jet 
For large character marking onto outer cases, Impulse Jet 
Printers, using piezo inkjet technology, can be an effective 
alternative to labels and pre-printed boxes. They offer an 
ideal solution for high definition printing of both branding and 
variable information directly onto a variety of surfaces and 
materials - helping to keep costs low. 

As well as code quality, these printers are easy to set-up and 
adjust, and their reliability and predictable cost of ownership 
endear them to production lines in a range of industries. 

Clean operation can be assured by selecting a coder with a 
self-cleaning printhead, a particularly valuable benefit in 
dusty working environments. Again this is a contact method of 
coding so is suited to coding onto flat surfaces on slower lines.

CONCLUSION
The coding requirements of the contract packing industry - 
with shorter production runs and the need for different types 
of codes on different types of packs and materials – makes the 
selection of the right equipment all the more critical.

A coder with the flexibility to deal with a variety of code 
formats and substrates will allow you to keep abreast of 
changing customer and market requirements, and light, 
mobile printers make setting up new tailored lines easier.  

Consistent reliable operation will avoid costly downtime; and 
ease of use will speed up changeovers and reduce errors.

Effective coding helps to maximise the speed and efficiency 
of your production lines, ensuring you remain competitive and 
able to take advantage of the many opportunities of a growing 
market.


